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DEATH RIDGE WILDERNESS STUDY AREA

1. THE STUDY AREA: 62,870 acres

The Death Ridge Wilderness Study Area
(WSA) (UT-040-078) is in central Gar-
field and Kane Counties, about 10 miles
gouth of Escalante, Utah (population
662). The unit is a kidney-shaped area
about 9 miles from north to south and 8
miles from east to west (see map). The
unit is bounded by roads, and is adja-
cent to Mud Spring Canyon WSA (UT-040-
077) to the west and Carcass Canyon WSA
(UT-040-076) to the northeast. The WSA
includes 62,870 acres of public land
administered by the Bureau of Land Man-
agement (BLM). Six sections of State
land (3,841 acres) are inheld in the WSA

The WSA is part of Kaiparowits Plateau
in the Canyonlands Section of the Colo-
rado Plateau Physiographic Province.

The southern part of the WSA consists of
benches and canyons and the northern
portion is composed of ridges divided by
canyons. Elevations in the WSA range
from 5,240 feet in the south to almost
8,000 feet in the north. Pinyon-juniper
is the main type of vegetation, with
scattered sagebrush areas and isolated
communities of oak and ponderosa pine.

The WSA was studied under Section 603 of
the Federal Land Policy and Management
Act (FLPMA) and was included in the Utah

(see Table 1).

TABLE 1
LAND STATUS AND ACREAGE SUMMARY IN THE STUDY AREA
WITHIN THE WSA ACRES
BLM (surface and subsurface) 62,870
Split-Estate (BLM surface only)*® 797
In-holdings (State, Private) 3,841
Total 67,508
WITHIN THE RECOMMENDED WILDERNESS BOUNDARY
BLM (within the WSA) 0
BLM (outside the WSA) 0
Split~Estate (within the WSA) 0
Split-Estate (outside the WSA) o]
Total BLM land recommended for wilderness 0
In-holdings (State, private) 0
WITHIN THE AREA NOT RECOMMENDED FOR WILDERNESS @
BLM 62,870
Split-Estate 797
Total BLM land not recommended for wilderness 63,667
In-holdings (State, Private) 3,841

Source: BLM File Data

* In this report, split-estate lands are defined as only those lands with Federal
surface and non-Federal subsurface (minerals). Lands that have Federal minerals but
non-Federal surface are classified according to the owner of the surface.
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BLM Statewide Wilderness Environmental
Impact Statement (EIS) finalized in
November 1990, Two alternatives were
analyzed in the EIS: a no wilderness (no
action) alternative, which is the recom-
mendation in this report, and an all
wilderness alternative.

2. RECOMMENDATION AND RATIONALE:

0 acres

(recommended for wilderness)
62,870 acres

(recommended for nonwilderness)

The recommendation for this WSA is to
release the entire area for uses other
than wilderness. Designation of the en-
tire area as wilderness is considered to
be the environmentally preferable alter-
native as it would result in the least
change from the natural environment over
the long term. The alternative selected,
however would be implemented in a manner
which would utilize all practical means
to avoid or minimize environmental
impacts.

All of the study area is in a natural
state. About half of the WSA has out-
standing opportunities for solitude but
none of the study area is considered to
have outstanding opportunities for prim-
itive recreation.

The WSA is in the central part of the
Kaiparowits Coal Field and about 34 per-
cent (23,244 acres) of the area is
leased for <coal, with pre-existing
rights. Extraction of coal from the Kai-
parowits Plateau is not expected in the
short term, but any future coal mining
would most likely occur on existing
leases, including those in the Death
Ridge WSA. The long-term future poten-
tial for coal extraction is considered
to outweigh the wilderness values in the
WSA.

3. CRITERTA CONSIDERED IN DEVELOPING THE
WILDERNESS RECOMMENDATION

Wilderness Characteristics

A. Naturalnesgs

Naturalness is defined as an attribute
in which the evidence of man is substan-
tially unnoticeable to the average visi-
tor and where minor imprints of man ex-
hibit no cumulative impact that is sub-
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stantially noticeable. AllL 62,870 acreg
in the WSA meet the criteria for
naturalness. Less than 1 percent of the
WSA, 628 acres, is affected by imprintg,
which are substantially unnoticeable,
The minor overall disturbances are mosgt-
ly the result of coal exploration drill-
ing. A helicopter was used to conduct
geophysical exploration in 1984, but no
surface disturbance or impairment
occurred that affected the WSA's natur=
alness. Also during 1987, a spring de-
velopment on Horse Spring was author-
ized. It consisted of developing a seep
area, laying 200 feet of plastic pipe-
line, and placing two water troughs:;
Approximately one-~third acre was dis-
turbed. All work was completed with hand
tools and did not impair naturalness. No
additional imprints have occurred in the
WSA as the result of impairing uses or
activities allowed under BLM's Interim
Management Policy (IMP).
B. Solitude
Overall, about 50 percent (31,435 acres)
of the WSA meets the criterion of soli-
tude for areas under wilderness review.
These areas are found in canyons and on
divides between drainages. The size and
configuration of the WSA, in combination
with terrain and vegetation, provide
opportunities for solitude. The incised
canyon drainages and rugged terrain be-
tween some canyons, such as Right Hand
Collet Canyon and Escalante Canyon, pro-
vides screening. Vegetation screening
consists of a dense pinyon-juniper wood-
land cover in rough areas and small
stands of Ponderosa pine elsewhere. Rock
outcrops on the plateau also provide
screening.

Vegetation complements terrain in pro-
viding for solitude in most of the WSA.
However, the lower portion of the unit
lacks sufficient vegetation or isolating
terrain and consequently lacks outstand-
ing opportunities for solitude.

C. Primitive and Unconfined Recreation

Opportunities for primitive and uncon-
fined recreation are not outstanding in
the WSA. Hiking is the only activity of
any importance, but it is rated as mod-
erate rather than outstanding in qual-
ity.
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D. Special Features

The diversity of plant life, ranging
from low desert shrub to Ponderosa pine,
enhances the study and observation of
ecology. Three small stands of Ponderosa
pine grow in the Alvey Wash drainage in
the northeastern portion of the WSA. The
Pondercsa pine is adjacent to desert
shrub in Alvey Wash and in a tributary
to Little Valley Wash. Elevations range
from 7,505 feet to 6,500 feet, and pine
and degert shrub types can be found in
locations less than 1 mile apart. Educa-
tional values are present on approxi-
mately 2,000 acres. At least two stands
of Ponderosa pine also are above the
Right Hand Collet Canyon and in the
Relish Seep area. Elevations range from
7,526 feet to 6,240 feet, and the dis-
tance between the desert shrub and pine
types is often less than 1 mile.

The WSA has no known National Register
sites, but there is a high potential
that such sites exist.

Scenic values are superb in approximate-
ly 1,500 acres in the WSA. In the upper
portion of Paradise Canyon, the most
colorful sandstones in the WSA form the
cliffs. The Ponderosa pines growing in
the sandstone enhance the scenic value
of the area. The canyon in upper Trap
Canyon Wash, in the northwestern portion
of the WSA, is highly scenic. Two un-
named sandstone monoliths or fins above
Alvey Wash are prominent scenic land-
marks in the northeastern portion of the
WSA. South of Right Hand Collet Canyon,
a high sandstone outcrop, an unnamed box
canyon immediately below the outcrop,
and an adjacent stand of Ponderosa pine
provide an area with scenic value.

Peregrine falcons and bald eagles, list-
ed as endangered species, have been re-
ported in the WSA. The WSA has a limited
population of cougar.

Nine other animal species and seven
plant species that are considered sensi-
tive occur or may occur in the WSA.

Refer to Appendix 4 and the Affected
Environment, Vegetation and Wildlife
Including Special Status Species sec-
tions of the Utah BLM Statewide Wilder-
ness Final EIS for additional informa-
tion.

Diversity in the National Wilderness
Preservation System (NWPS)

A. Expanding the Diversity of Natural
Svstems and Features as Represented by

Ecosystems

Wilderness designation of this WSA would
not add a potential natural vegetation
(PNV) ecosystem not presently repre-
sented in the NWPS.

PNV is the vegetative type that would
eventually become climax vegetation if
not altered by human interference, and
is not necessarily the vegetation that
is currently present in an area.

The WSA is in the Colorado Plateau Pro-
vince/Ecoregion. The PNV in the WSA is
entirely juniper-pinyon woodland (62,870
acres). The PNV in the WSA is repre-
gsented in the NWPS nationally and in
Utah, and in other BLM study areas in
Utah and other states.

This information is summarized in Table
2 from data compiled in December 1989.

TABLE 2
ECOSYSTEM REPRESENTATION
ﬁWPS AREAS OTHER BLM STUDIES

BAILEY-KUCHLER CLASSIFICATION (PNV) AREAS ACRES AREAS ACRES
NATIONWIDE (COLORADO PLATEAU PROVINCE)

Juniper-Pinyon Woodland 11 1,401,745 84 2,081,135
UTAH (COLORADO PLATEAU PROVINCE)

Juniper-Pinyon Woodland 1 26,000 53 1,643,328

Source: BLM File Data.
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B. Assessing the Opportunities for Soli-
tude or Primitive Recreation within a

Days Driving Time (5 Hours) of Major
Population Centers

The WSA is not within a 5-hour drive of
any major population centers.

C. Balancing the Geographic Distribution
of Wildernegg Areag

The Death Ridge WSA would not contribute
gignificantly to balancing the geograph-
ic distribution of wilderness areas
within the NWPS. As of January 1987, the
NWPS included 64 areas comprising
2,834,115 acres in Utah and Arizona.

There are nine designated wilderness
areas within 100 miles of the WSA. In a
clockwise direction, beginning to the
north, are the 26,000-acre Box-Death
Hollow Wilderness (Forest Service [(FS]),
the 45,000~acre Dark Canyon Wilderness
(FS), the 112,000-acre Paria Canyon-
Vermilion Cliffs Wilderness (BLM), the
40,600-acre Saddle Mountain Wilderness
(FS), the 70,500-acre Kanab Creek Wil-
derness (FS and BLM units),the 6,800~
acre Cottonwood Point Wilderness (BLM),
and to the west, the 7,000-acre Ashdown
Gorge Wilderness (FS), and the 50,000-
acre Pine Valley Mountain Wilderness
(FS).

Manageability (The area must be capable
of being managed effectively to preserve
its wilderness character.)

Cherry-stemmed roads penetrate the WSA
at several places, resulting in an awk-
ward boundary configuration that would
be difficult to survey, recognize on the
ground, and manage. The Death Ridge WSA
could be effectively managed as wilder-
ness in the foreseeable future. Even
though there are 19,381 acres of coal
lease, 1,378 acres of pre~FLPMA oil and
gas leases and 2,485 acres of post-FLPMA
oil and gas lease in the WsSA, it is ex-
pected that these leases would expire
and would not be renewed if the area is
designated as wilderness. There are no
mining claims in the WSA and development
of locatable minerals is not projected
in the foreseeable future.

The presence of eight in-held sections
of State land in the WSA, including
split-estate, could complicate wilder-
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ness management in the long-term future,
Of the 4,638 acres of in-held State
land, 1,921 acres are leased for oil ang
gas and 1,280 are leased for coal. Be-
cause of the known coal resources in the
WSA, and some potential for oil and gag,
it is projected that new access roads to
the State land would be required through
the area following wilderness designa-
tion. Additionally, any coal mining op-
erations on the State lands and cherry-
stems would reduce wilderness values on
the adjacent wilderness lands.

Livestock grazing and maintenance of ex-
isting facilities including one spring
development, 2 miles of fence, two reg-
ervoirs, two troughs, and 6 miles of
pipeline would continue, but would not
significantly affect the wilderness val-
ues of the WSA.

Energy and Mineral Regource Values

Because the WSA is not recommended for
wilderness designation, the U.S. Geo=-
logical Survey (USGS) and the U.S. Bur-
eau of Mines (USBM) did not prepare a
mineral assessment report for the area,

The entire WSA has a high mineral poten=
tial for coal. The entire WSA has a mod-
erate mineral potential for oil, gas,
carbon dioxide, geothermal sources, ura-
nium, and gypsum in the subsurface, and
a low mineral resource potential for all
metals other than titanium and uranium.

According to BLM geologists, the poten-
tial for undiscovered oil and gas re-
sources is high, although oil and gas
deposits in the WSA are not expected to
be large. Minable coal-bearing strata
underlie the entire WSA. An estimated
1.587 billion tons of coal are in the
WSA, of which about 1.5 billion tons are
less than 2,000 feet beneath the sur-
face. The coal is of relatively high

quality.

Impacts on Regources

The comparative impact table (Table 3)
gummarizes the effects on pertinent
resources for alternatives considered
including designation or nondesignation
of the area as wilderness.
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Local Social and Economic Considerations

With BLM's no wilderness recommendation,
no loss of employment or income would
occur. Federal and State revenues would
not be reduced. Economic opportunities
could be realized through mineral and
energy exploration and eventual develop-
ment in the long term. There would be
major beneficial and adverse effects in
Garfield and Kane Counties.

summary of WSA-=-Specific Public Comments

Public involvement has occurred through-
out the wilderness review process. Com=
ments received during the early stages
of the EIS preparation were used to
develop significant study issues and
alternatives for the ultimate management
of the WSA.

During formal public review of the Draft
EIS, a total of 64 inputs specifically
addressing this WSA were received from
341 commenters including oral statements
received at 17 public hearings on the
EIS. Each letter or oral testimony wasg
considered to be one input. Duplicate
letters or oral statements by the same
commenter were not counted ag additional
inputs or signatures. Each individual
was credited with one signature or tes-
timony regardless of the aumber of
inputs. :

In general, 43 commenters supported
wilderness designation for part or all
of the WSA, while 293 commenters were
opposed. Five commenters addressed the
relative merits of the EIS, but took no
formal position on wilderness designa-
tion.

Those favoring wilderness commented on
the specific features in the WSA, oppor-
tunities for solitude, and the value of
wilderness as equal to or greater than
the existing nonwilderness values. The
majority of those commenting in favor of
wilderness were from other states. Of
particular concern was the need to pro-
tect the area from development.

Those opposing wilderness were concerned
that wilderness would conflict with or
preclude mineral exploration and devel=-
opment., livestock operationsg, flood con-
trol and water rights, public access, or
other uses; is not compatible with mul-
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tiple use; would harm State/local econo=-
mies; and that designation is not neces-
gary to protect the WSA. The great ma-
jority of those opposed were from rural
Utah.

No Federal agencies commented on this
WSA,

No comment letters were received on the
Pinal BIS.

There are six State sections (3,841
acres) and two sections (797 acres) of
gplit-egtate lands with State minerals
in the WSA. In commenting on the Draft
£IS, the State of Utah expressed general
opposition to wilderness designation but
did not take a definite position regard-
ing wilderness designation of the WSA.
The State considers the Death Ridge WSA
to have low wilderness values and very

high conflicts with potential coal
development.
The Kane and Garfield County Commissions

are opposed to wilderness designation of
the Death Ridge WSA and have endorsed
the Congolidated Local Government Re-
sponse to Wilderness that opposes wil-
derness designation of BLM lands in
Utah. In commenting on the Draft EIS the
Counties supported BLM's no action/no
wildernesg proposed action.

The Kane County Master Plan rejects wil=-
derness as an exclusionary form of rec-—
reation that cannot be used by the aver-
age visitor. Garfield County previously
proposed to the Utah Congressional Dele-
gation that 111,053 acres of BLM lands
in three WSAs and 31,600 acres in one FS
unit in the County be recommended as
wilderness. The Garfield County Master
Plan recommends that the remaining lands
in the County, including the Death Ridge
WSA, be retained for multiple uses.
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